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This introductory chapter presents the scenario of an 
editor freshly appointed to a specialty scientific journal. 
The foremost task for the new editor will be to create an 
editorial policy or overhaul an existing policy to sweep 
some fresh air through the journal pages and herald a 
new era. Even new editors of large journals are driven by 
such forces, as exemplified by the opening sentence of an 
essay by Drummond Rennie [the editor of the Journal of 
the American Medical Association (JAMA)] published in 
the Lancet in 1996: “The Lancet has a new editor, and with 
him come new editorial policies, policies that include the 
introduction of structured abstracts”.1

 The editor may be stepping into the previous incumbent’s 
shoes at an established editorial office or setting up a 
new office in a new location, or even a new journal. As a 
managing editor, I have experienced both situations. My 
first encounter with journals was when I was appointed 
managing editor of Diabetologia in 1997. Rotating between 
different European countries, the journal’s owners, the 
European Association for the Study of Diabetes, appointed 
a new editor-in-chief every 4 years. The new editor-in-
chief was based in Vienna and was a perfect stereotype 
of a clinical journal editor: male, over 50  years old, and 
a practising doctor.2 Neither of us had any experience or 
training in publishing.

We faced a void because the jobs did not come complete 
with a universal set of rules or standard guidelines awaiting 
implementation – they never do. There is no standard 
editorial policy or procedure uniting even the 35,000 
or so biomedical journals. But we did have the luck to 
discover and attend Tim Albert’s editors’ course, which was 
extremely helpful. The course has since been taken over by 
Pippa Smart (www.pspconsulting.org). After that, it was 
a matter of self-teaching through reading the literature. 
Joining the European Association of Scientific Editors 
was a tremendous help as was membership of the World 
Association of Medical Editors (WAME) online listserv. In 
addition, I would now urge new editors, as I did later, to join 
the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE). The most 
comprehensive publication on the roles and responsibilities 
of editors of scientific journals can be found in the Council 
of Science Editors’ (CSE) white paper on Promoting 
Integrity in Scientific Journal Publications. This covers 
editorial responsibilities towards journal owners/publishers 
and the public, editorial freedom, conflicts of interest, 
confidentiality, timelines for publication, retractions, errata, 
considering appeals, addressing allegations of misconduct, 
and addressing authorship disputes. (Details of WAME, 
COPE, CSE and others are given in the section of this 
chapter titled Editors’ Organizations and Resources).
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“Reading the literature” includes books, for example, 
Peer Review and Manuscript Management in Scientific 
Journals: Guidelines for Good Practice by Irene Hames 
published by the Association of Learned and Professional 
Society Publishers (ALPSP) and Wiley-Blackwell (2007), 
articles by opinion leaders in editorial policy, policies other 
journals publish in their instructions/guide/information 
for authors (the latter to be referred to as IfA throughout 
in this chapter), and guidelines and policy statements 
published by editor organizations. 

It is worth mentioning here that regularly reviewing 
a journal’s IfA is important. An incoming editor should 
ensure that the IfA they inherit refer to the latest version of 
any guidelines they cite. A survey of IfA based on guidelines 
issued by the International Committee of Medical Journal 
Editors (ICMJE) found that 35% cited an outdated version.3 
I have also noticed that medical journals often refer to the 
wrong version of the Declaration of Helsinki, which states 
on its homepage (www.wma.net/en/20activities/10ethics/1
0helsinki/) that the 2008 version is the only official one and 
all previous versions have been replaced and should not be 
used or cited except for historical purposes.4 Familiarity 
with the latest version is particularly important because it 
covers several publication ethics issues.

Guidelines and publications are more prevalent in the 
biomedical field, but wherever possible I will give examples 
from other scientific fields. A driving force of editorial 
policy for biomedical journals is the Uniform Requirements 
for Manuscripts Submitted to Biomedical Journals: Writing 
and Editing for Biomedical Publications produced by the 
ICMJE. These came into being when, in 1978, a group of 
editors from large general medicine journals [the New 
England Journal of Medicine (NEJM), JAMA, Annals of 
Internal Medicine, British Medical Journal, The Lancet] met 
in Vancouver, Canada. The guidelines were intended for 
authors and initially related to the format and reference 
style for manuscripts. An example of an early agreement 
was that editors of the participating journals agreed not 
to return manuscripts for changes in style before review if 
they complied with these requirements.

The Vancouver group has since expanded into the ICMJE 
(www.icmje.org), but it is still confined to editors of general 
medicine journals. The Uniform Requirements have been 
extended to cover such things as redundant or duplicate 
publications, a definition of authorship, editorial freedom 
and integrity, conflict of interest, and confidentiality. Many 
scientific journals base their editorial policy on the Uniform 
Requirements (including many which are not publishing 
biomedical content), but it is important to realize that they 
are rarely adopted in their entirety, and are not altogether 
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accepted as appropriate even by biomedical journals. 
Authors are also uncomfortable with the provisions relating 
to authorship because they fail to include patient care 
criteria or make sufficient allowance for practical research 
contributions.5 (See also Chapter 3.6 on authorship in this 
Handbook.)

Another reason for their lack of universal appeal is 
their failure to take account of the differences between 
general and specialist journals. The original five journals 
that formed the Vancouver group are often called the big 
five. Like the large scientific journals such as Nature and 
Science, they employ full-time editors with a huge editorial 
staff. They are large commercial enterprises. Some upper-
tier journals have profit ratios in the ranges achieved by 
pharmaceutical companies.6  Contrasting with this, specialty 
scientific journals typically have a part-time editor who is 
often a researcher and is active within the same community 
as the journal’s authors and readers. The editorial office 
will only have a small office staff whose responsibilities 
might be restricted to processing manuscripts, or extend 
to editing and even publishing them. They have a limited 
budget. In non-biomedical fields finances are, if anything, 
even tighter. While the large journals battle with a deluge 
of submissions, small journals might be more concerned 
about where the next submission might come from. For 
example, the Center for Science in the Public Interest 
(www.cspinet.org) sent a letter to about 200 journals urging 
them to strengthen their policies on disclosure of conflicts 
of interest, but several responses reflected editorial fears of 
rigid policies, which they thought could make authors send 
their papers elsewhere.7

Furthermore, the imposition of rules by the “big boys” 
on editors of specialty journals might be resented by 
editors in small communities, whose smaller collective 
may impose different constraints and quality assurance 
practices. Barriers that arise from being part of a small 
community might affect the specialty journal’s editorial 
policies, for example, introducing policies of open peer 
review (where the author will be aware of the identity of 
the reviewer who makes negative comments about his 
manuscript) might not be quite so easy as it would be for a 
large journal with a sizeable pool of contributors. The BMJ 
is an example of a journal that requires reviewers to sign 
their comments for authors, but the editors of specialty 
journals in its publishing group, who operate in closer-knit 
academic communities, have not been persuaded to follow 
suit.

Isolation of part-time editors from their fellow editors 
might be another reason for the lack of uniformity in 
editorial policies, added to which journals have been 
reluctant to publish their policies. Uncovering details of 
a particular scientific journal’s policies can be likened to 
a Sherlock Holmes investigation in which almost the only 
clues are buried in the IfA. Before the second International 
Congress on Peer Review in Biomedical Publication 
(1994), not even the big five general medical journals had 
published their procedures.8 As a result of the accusation of 
inherent secrecy in editorial aspects of scientific publishing 
made at this congress, policies can now be found on the 

websites of the Annals of Internal Medicine, BMJ, JAMA, 
Lancet and NEJM. 

 Communication through the instructions is sometimes 
supplemented by editorials and articles in the journal, 
which many large journals, for example, the NEJM, link 
to their websites. A survey of 278 journals’ instructions 
to authors in the year 2000 found that only 19% gave a 
comprehensive description of their peer review process. The 
survey concluded that it is difficult to determine whether 
and how a journal is peer reviewed and recommended that 
journals should develop standard reporting requirements 
for the peer review process.9

The Uniform Requirements mention the variation 
between journal procedures and because of this variation 
urge disclosure of procedures in journals’ instructions to 
authors. Notwithstanding these calls for disclosure, the 
majority of specialty biomedical journals, which account 
for 86% of all citations, have been slow to publicize their 
procedures and policies, with journals in other scientific 
areas lagging further behind.10 Although since the first 
edition of this chapter was published in 2003 increasing 
awareness of scientific misconduct has in general led 
journals to insert more detail on ethical standards in 
their IfA, many believe that IfA could still be more 
comprehensive. Excellent models of journal policies have 
been published by the Journal of Neurosurgery11 and Annals 
of Emergency Medicine,12 whose editors have also published 
a good instructional guide for peer reviewers of biomedical 
manuscripts based on a fictional manuscript.13

In recent years, publishers have taken more interest in 
the editorial policies of their journals and have encouraged 
them to adopt policies prescribed by the publishing house, 
which in turn draw on the ICMJE and other guidelines. A 
systematic review of authorship across disciplines found 
that the meaning and importance of authorship differed 
between the humanities and sciences. To some extent, 
this could be traced back to the differences in Elsevier’s 
and Wiley-Blackwell’s definitions of authorship. Elsevier 
predominantly publishes life-science journals while Wiley-
Blackwell has a large portfolio of humanities journals.14 
Publishers also host editors’ meetings and workshops, 
and in my experience it is worthwhile for an editor to take 
advantage of these.

What is an editorial policy?
A policy is a course or principle of action adopted to guide 
decisions or an overall plan embracing the general goals of 
an enterprise. Policy also has connotations of prudence and 
sagacity in the management of affairs, in our case editorial. 
A brief examination of a few journals’ instructions to 
authors reveals the all-embracing aspect of this definition. 
The paragraph headed Editorial Policy, if there is one, varies 
in its content from journal to journal. For some journals, 
editorial policy merely reflects the subject matter of the 
articles it prints and categories of manuscripts it accepts. 
For others, these items fall under the heading Scope and 
the editorial policy can range from a statement about the 
costs of reprints to a brief description of the reviewing 
procedure, or even a requirement that original data must 

be available for review by the editor, if necessary, and that 
all authors must have agreed to the submission and to being 
responsible for its content.

In reality, everything and anything connected with 
running a journal falls within the bounds of editorial 
policy. An example list is provided in the Manual for 
Editors of Health Science Journals published by the Eastern 
Mediterranean Association of Medical Editors15:
•	 aims and scope;
•	 decision-making process for journal policies;
•	 decision-making process for individual manuscripts, 

including peer review;
•	 editing and peer review of non-article material, such as 

editorials and letters;
•	 appeals/conflicts;
•	 authorship and contributorship;
•	 fraud and plagiarism;
•	 duplicate submission/redundant publications;
•	 competing interests (also called conflict of interest);
•	 advertising;
•	 copyright and other legal issues;
•	 distribution models, including free distribution, such 

as open access online publishing;
•	 journal funding;
•	 journal pricing;
•	 roles of editors and governing bodies;
•	 scope of activities of the editorial board and structure 

of the editorial team.

Editors’ organizations and resources
Joining an editors’ organization enables an editor to take 
an active role in and become part of a community. These 
organizations provide a venue where individual questions 
can be discussed with peers. They also publish statements, 
guidelines, and articles that are good resources for setting a 
journal’s editorial policy. 

The European Association of Science Editors (EASE; 
www.ease.org.uk) is an international organization that 
welcomes editors and others involved with scientific 
publications. It holds a conference every 2  years and has 
an online forum where editors can discuss issues that arise. 
Apart from this Handbook, EASE has published Guidelines 
for Authors and Translators of Scientific Articles to be 
Published in English and produces a quarterly journal, 
European Science Editing. The website has a register of 
training courses and members’ publications.

WAME (www.wame.org) is an international, non-profit 
association dedicated to fostering international cooperation 
among editors of peer-reviewed medical journals. 
Membership is free. WAME is a virtual organization that 
conducts all of its activities online and particularly aims 
to support journals in developing nations. Members can 
post questions and discuss topics of interest on its listserv, 
which is a helpful resource to members facing new or 
difficult situations and a good venue for keeping abreast 
of new concerns and developments. WAME produces 
editorial policy statements, which together with resources 
from other organizations and a syllabus for new editors, 
can be found on its website under the heading Resources 

for Editors. The association is also in the early stages of 
developing its programme for Journal Editor Training 
(WAME-JET). When completed, it will be available to 
WAME members at no charge. 

COPE (www.publicationethics.org) is open to editors 
of academic journals and others interested in publication 
ethics. It seeks to address breaches in research and 
publication ethics. COPE publishes a Code of Conduct 
and Best Practice Guidelines for Journal Editors, as well 
as additional guidelines on various topics, for example, 
article retraction. It holds seminars and offers an e-learning 
course on publication ethics. Some very useful flow charts 
on how to handle misconduct are available on its website.

The CSE (www.councilscienceeditors.org) is an 
autonomous organization of editors that was established 
by the National Science Foundation and the American 
Institute of Biological Sciences in the USA. Membership 
is open to anyone associated with the publication process: 
editors, authors, librarians, publishers, etc. Its aim is to 
create a supportive network for career development, 
provide educational opportunities, and develop resources 
for identifying and implementing high-quality editorial 
practices. It produces the highly acclaimed CSE Manual 
for Authors, Editors, and Publishers, which is now in 
its seventh edition, and the bimonthly journal, Science 
Editor. Sample letters for use by editors can be found on its 
website. Conferences are held once a year. Finally, the CSE 
white paper on Promoting Integrity in Scientific Journal 
Publications, updated in 2012, is essential reading and a 
source of useful information.

The ALPSP (www.alpsp.org) serves publishers, 
particularly association and not-for-profit publishers. It 
provides training courses on journal management and 
produces a quarterly journal, Learned Publishing. On its 
website, it maintains a page of hot topics about editorial 
issues with links to information about editorial issues being 
discussed (http://HotTopics.alpsp.org). It also published 
Peer Review and Manuscript Management in Scientific 
Journals: Guidelines for Good Practice in 2007.

The American Chemical Society’s Ethical Guidelines 
to Publication of Chemical Research (http://pubs.acs.org/
userimages/ContentEditor/1218054468605/ethics.pdf ), 
which were revised in 2012, are often used as a model for 
editorial policies in the physical sciences and engineering 
and include a section on editors’ obligations.

The International Congresses on Peer Review in 
Biomedical Publication (www.peerreviewcongress.org/
index.html) is not an editor organization but a series of 
unique congresses organized jointly by JAMA and the 
BMJ every 4 years where original research on biomedical 
journals and their procedures is presented.

The EQUATOR network (www.equator-network.org) is 
a one-stop site for guidelines. According to its website, it ‘is 
an international initiative that seeks to improve reliability 
and value of medical research literature by promoting 
transparent and accurate reporting of research studies’. 
But do not be put off by the reference to medical research. 
EQUATOR has the most comprehensive collection of 
research ethics, publication ethics, and good practice 
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guidelines and resources for all scientific disciplines 
listed and linked on its website. It even includes a list of 
publishers’ policies on publication ethics. EQUATOR 
(www.equator-network.org) also organizes workshops and 
seminars. Presentations from past annual lectures can be 
accessed online.

The Eastern Mediterranean Association of Medical 
Editors was established as a result of the first and second 
regional conferences on medical journals held in Cairo 
in 2003 and Riyadh in 2004, respectively. It is a non-
governmental, non-partisan, and non-profit organization 
supported by the World Health Organization. It provides 
some training courses and irregular conferences to 
discuss medical journal publishing within the region, and 
also publishes the Manual for Editors of Health Science 
Journals, which is available free on its website in English, 
French, and Arabic.15

Conclusion
This chapter outlines the difficulties a new editor faces in 
seeking models on which to base a new or revised editorial 
policy, but our new editor does not need to touch a void. 
There are excellent editors’ organizations to join as well as 
courses for editors and too many books, guidelines, and 
articles to list here.
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